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Abstract 
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to investigate whether Royal Institution of Chartered 
Surveyors (RICS) accredited real estate courses in the UK have equipped real estate 
graduates with sufficient relevant employability skills to embark on a career in the profession. 
This paper considers the perspectives of four stakeholders – employers, human resource 
managers, graduates and course directors of RICS-accredited real estate courses – in the UK. 
 
Design/methodology/approach – The results of a mixed-methods study, involving two online 
surveys with real estate employers and recent graduates of RICS-accredited real estate 
courses, and two sets of interviews with human resource managers of real estate surveying 
firms and course directors of RICS-accredited real estate courses, are presented. 
 
Findings – The employers and graduates of the RICS-accredited real estate courses do not 
think the courses sufficiently equip graduates’ with employability skills. On the other hand, 
the human resource managers are very impressed with graduates’ technical skills but have 
concerns about their soft skills and attributes. Human resource managers and course directors 
of RICS real estate courses commented that commercial awareness is an important 
employability skill but graduates are not well developed in this area. Course directors also 
noted that practical experience is vital to employability, commenting that students can only 
obtain real-life practical experience if employers offer them opportunities. 
 
Originality/value – This paper makes an original contribution to the existing literature on 
employability skills for real estate graduates. It describes pioneering research considering the 
perspectives of four types of stakeholders and evaluates whether real estate courses 
sufficiently develop graduates’ employability skills. 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Graduates’ employability has been a major concern for the UK higher education sector for 
several decades as it is expected to be a major contributor to economic growth and 
competitiveness. Government reports, such as Robbins (1963), Dearing (1997) and Leitch 
(2006), have repeatedly highlighted the issues of employability. Browne's Review (2010) also 
raised concerns on employability and emphasised the importance of university courses 
preparing graduate students for employment. The report issued a stark warning: “courses that 
deliver improved employability will prosper; those that make false promises will disappear” 
(Browne, 2010, p. 31).Higher Education Funding Council for England (2011) also 
commented that “embedding employability into the core of higher education will continue to 
be a key priority of Government, universities and colleges, and employers” (p. 5). Apart from 
the warning, Lord Browne recommended substantially increased university tuition fees up to 
£9,000 per annum from 2012. Degree applicants, therefore, are likely to become more 
concerned about their employability after graduation because of the larger financial 
commitment. Similarly, universities should also pay more attention to graduates’ 
employability as it is a major selection criterion for students when choosing a university or 
course. 
The Higher Education Academy (HEA) defines employability as: 
A set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – that make 
graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, 
which benefit themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy (HEA et al., 
2012). 
The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) (2010) has a similar definition of employability: 
A set of attributes, skills and knowledge that all labour market participants should possess 
to ensure they have the capability of being effective in the workplace – to the benefit of 
themselves, their employer and the wider economy (p. 5). 
The academic literature also defines employability as individuals’ knowledge, skills and 
attributes. Rae (2007) defined employability as interpersonal skills development, including a 
person's knowledge and personal attributes that extend to personality, motivation and other 
factors unique to the individual. McQuaid and Lindsay (2005), Ward (2006) and Yorke and 
Knight (2006) have noted that the factors contributing to successful employment frequently 
involve the possession of specific knowledge, a set of complex and diverse skills and 
personal attributes. 
The academic literature has widely debated the role of higher education in the construction 
and development of the employability of graduates (Nilsson, 2010). Bennett and Kane's 
(2009) comment addressing graduates’ employability prospects for students studying 
vocational subjects, such as accounting, law, marketing or engineering, specifically apply to 
the quality and recency of the knowledge the person obtained at university. Baker 
(2009) commented that formal education increases individuals’ formal and/or actual 
competencies and plays a central role in defining and shaping one's employability. However, 
previous studies have indicated employers’ dissatisfaction with the types of graduates’ 
competencies which are required in the work environment, including subject knowledge, 
specialist skills and generic personal attributes (Archer and Davison, 2008; Connor and 
Brown, 2009; Connor et al., 2010). Pine et al. (1995) stated that universities need to acquire 
greater awareness of employers’ current requirements. Connor and Brown (2009) from the 
Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE) shared a similar view to Pine et 
al. (1995), and commented, further efforts are needed by higher education institutions to 
ensure that graduates and postgraduates develop the capacities that business want. 
The National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts (NESTA) et al., (2008a) also 
stressed the importance of improving the curriculum and incorporating entrepreneurship 
education into it to avoid the risk of losing out to the fierce international competition. 
Professional organisations, such as the CIHE (Archer and Davison, 2008; Connor and Brown, 
2009; Connor et al., 2010), the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) (Confederation of 
British Industry (CBI) and Universities UK, 2009; CBI, 2010) and the Department for 
Education and Skills (DfES) (Department for Education and Skills (DfES) et al., 2005), have 
published a wide range of reports on employability. The HEA has published two sets of 
guidance on learning and employability. Their guidance covers issues including 
employability and higher education (Yorke, 2006) and embedding employability into the 
curriculum (Yorke and Knight, 2006). 
Employability is also a popular research topic in academia. Baker and Henson (2010) studied 
employability skills’ development in a research-intensive university. Clark (2007) explored 
the changing concept of employability and proposes a new definition which reflects the 
critical variables that contribute at an individual level. Andrews and Russell (2012) reported a 
case study which tests the effectiveness of strategies to enhance employment skills’ 
development and identifies its impact in a university. Rosenberg et al.(2012) examined the 
attitudes of graduates, faculty and human resource managers regarding the basic 
employability skills needed for job performance. 
There is also some research on employability which is subject-based or geographically 
focused. Nilsson (2010) explored how engineering graduates perceive, invest in, manage and 
develop their employability. Stoner and Milner (2010) examined students’ views on the 
embedding of generic employability skills in the first year of an Accounting 
Degree. Bhanugopan and Fish (2009)investigated the important technical and business skills 
and personal attributes necessary for “employability” of undergraduate business 
students. Zhiwen and van de Heijden (2008) assessed the impact of business education 
reform requirements on enhancing the employability of business graduates in China. Blom 
and Saeki (2012) studied the employability skills set requirements for newly graduated 
engineers in India. 
Employability is an important and popular topic at the generic and discipline levels. 
However, limited research has been conducted on employability in the real estate discipline. 
Although Devaney and Roberts (2012) conducted research on employability of property and 
construction graduates in the UK, their focus was on the factors affecting graduates’ 
employment. Researchers are yet to investigate how and to what extent real estate courses 
develop their graduates’ employability skills. 
Aim of this paper 
The aim of this paper is to investigate whether the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors’ 
(RICS) accredited real estate courses in the UK equip real estate graduates with sufficient, 
relevant employability skills to embark on a career in the profession. The employability skills 
identified in this paper are knowledge, skills and attributes, similar to the approaches taken in 
the existing literature such as (CBI, 2010; HEA et al., 2012; McQuaid and Lindsay, 
2005; Rae, 2007; Ward, 2006; Yorke and Knight, 2006). The RICS-accredited courses are 
vocational professional qualifications. The usual career path for a graduate of a RICS-
accredited course is to become a chartered surveyor. In other words, they usually have a clear 
career focus. 
This paper investigated real estate graduate employability from the perspectives of multiple 
stakeholders, including employers (i.e. the senior technical staff), human resource managers, 
recent graduates of real estate courses and RICS-accredited real estate course directors. This 
quadruple design enables the author to contrast the views on graduates’ employability skills 
of the four key stakeholders, and to determine whether RICS-accredited real estate courses 
sufficiently develop their graduates’ employability skills. Nowadays, the recruitment of real 
estate graduates is nearly always a two-stage process. The first stage is assessment-centre 
based, where human resource managers organise a range of tests to evaluate a graduates’ 
aptitude and attitude. The second stage involves competency interviews with senior technical 
staff in the company, such as directors or partners. Their views on employability are vital as 
they make the offers of employment. It is also important to gather the academics’ views as 
they develop and deliver the real estate courses. Furthermore, the graduates’ views are 
important as they are at the “center” of the whole discussion of employability skills. 
The structure of the paper is as follows. First, is a review of the literature on real estate 
employability skills, it follows with the research methods section and a discussion on the 
research findings. The final section is the conclusion. 
 Employability skills for real estate graduates 
Several research studies have investigated the employability – that is, knowledge, skills and 
attributes – of real estate graduates across the world over the last two decades. There has also 
been no lack of studies indicating the need to re-evaluate the course curriculum, acknowledge 
the stakeholders’ concerns and incorporate improvements in order to equip the graduates to 
become more able to address the needs of the industry. 
Callanan and McCarthy (2003) surveyed the expectations of the valuation and property 
management employers of graduates in New Zealand. Their research findings indicated that 
graduates lack the practical skills and knowledge and, as a result, are not able to relate theory 
to practice. They also commented that graduates do not have sufficient knowledge of building 
construction and property development. On the other hand, their research showed that the 
employers surveyed praised the graduates’ analytical, computer and communication skills. 
They concluded, however, that there is a need to re-evaluate the curriculum, and that the 
programmes should become more aware of stakeholder concerns and needs and incorporate 
improvements to equip the graduates to be ready for working in the industry. The suggested 
changes to the curriculum include increasing the development of their practical skills, 
through the use of sandwich programmes, work experience, case studies and on-site 
training. Boyd (2005) further suggested the use of online learning to improve the quality of 
interaction between students and academics and enhance the linkage between learning and 
industry. 
Galuppo and Worzala (2004) conducted an extensive review of the content of existing real 
estate courses in the USA. They identified some important real estate knowledge areas, 
including real estate principles, finance and appraisal/valuation, which was not covered in the 
existing USA postgraduate real estate programmes, but were only covered in undergraduate 
programmes. In their study, they identified that professionals and graduates rated financial 
and communication skills as the most important while, on the other hand, statistics and 
technology were rated as the least important skills. They also found that employers and 
graduates have different opinions on curriculum design. Employers preferred graduates to 
have had experience in a project-based curriculum, whereas graduates preferred to study in a 
diversified curriculum. Galuppo and Worzala (2004) recommended that programmes should 
encourage the development of different types of skills, such as technical, social and 
technological, but not be restricted to traditional business skills. In addition, they suggested a 
multidisciplinary approach on delivery in order to prepare students to work with practitioners 
from different professional backgrounds after graduation. 
Weinstein and Worzala (2008), building on Galuppo and Worzala's (2004) work, completed a 
study to identify the elements needed to create successful graduates from the newer 
postgraduate real estate programmes. They identified 11 themes that should be included in 
the programme, one of which is “curriculum enhancement”. They stated that a successful 
new curriculum must have an inter-disciplinary focus which has been developed from the 
older graduate programmes, and have more student and international focus. The research also 
mentioned that the graduate programmes should be designed to develop graduates with the 
following skills: decision making, risk analysis, social and ethical responsibility, negotiation, 
critical thinking and problem solving, oral and written communication skills, leadership, use 
of technology and life-long learning. 
Gibler et al. (2002) identified the key areas of knowledge and skills required for corporate 
real estate managers in Australia, Hong Kong, the UK and the USA. In their research, they 
identified 38 important knowledge and skills areas for corporate real estate managers. Out of 
them, strategic planning, real estate portfolio management, the organization’s business, 
negotiation and deal-making skills are identified as the most important competencies; ability 
to speak a foreign language, international finance/economics and tax management are 
identified as the least important. Their findings show that corporate real estate managers 
place more emphasis on strategic and management skills rather than technical and financial 
skills. 
Epley (2004) also identified that the skills and knowledge needed by corporate real estate 
professionals were focused on the areas of corporate real estate executives’ decision making 
in relation to their areas of responsibility. The most important areas identified by his research 
were management, leasing, development, real estate finance, acquisition and sales. 
Executives also identified a number of important concepts and skills required in the areas of 
market interpretation, general analysis and people skills. 
Manning and Epley (2006) investigated whether real estate courses in the USA were teaching 
the skills and competencies required by corporate real estate professionals. The skills they 
used in their study were identified in the existing real estate management literature (Epley, 
2004; Gibler et al., 2002). They found that the teaching of general business skills is 
inadequate in real estate courses. 
The previous literature investigated employability skills from the perspective of one or two 
stakeholders. In addition, most of the previous research on employability in the real estate 
discipline had used a single data collection strategy. As stated in Fellows and Liu (2008), a 
triangulation research method has advantages and achieves high levels of authenticity, 
generalisation and objectivity. The use of both quantitative and qualitative research enables 
the different data collection strategies to enhance the results as they complement each other. 
Therefore, this research will use a triangulation methodology. 
Research methods 
A mixed research approach was adopted for this study. It involved data collection using 
questionnaire surveys completed by real estate employers and recent graduates of real estate 
courses, as well as interviews with course directors of RICS-accredited real estate courses, 
and with human resource managers in major real estate surveying firms. 
4.1 Questionnaire survey of real estate employers 
In addition to the existing literature on real estate employability skills (see Section 3), the 
module listings for university real estate courses offered in the UK were also reviewed in 
order to determine the most common themes. In addition, a review of the RICS competencies 
for the eight real estate-related Assessment of Professional Competencies (APC) pathways 
(Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, 2006) was also conducted to identify any 
additional knowledge, skills and attributes. As a result, a list of 72 employability skills, that 
is, 31 knowledge areas, 20 skills and 21 attributes, was produced to be used in the 
questionnaire (seeTables I-III). 
The employer questionnaire was sent to all real estate-related surveying firms listed in the 
RICS “Find a Surveyor” listing. The questionnaire was constructed using the online survey 
software, SurveyMonkey. For each of the 72 employability skills, real estate employers were 
asked to agree/disagree with the statements which were listed in two parts. The statement in 
the first section of the questionnaire is: Graduates of real estate courses should require 
(knowledge of/the following skills/the following attributes). The statement in the second 
section is: graduates of real estate courses actually demonstrate (knowledge of/the following 
skills/the following attributes). The employers were asked to indicate their agreement with 
each question on a five-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 
4=agree; 5=strongly agree). Boxes were included in the questionnaire for respondents to list 
additional comments. These two sections were designed to establish whether there is a 
difference between the employability skills the employers think real estate graduates should 
require, and the employability skills the real estate graduates actually demonstrate. 
Employer questionnaires were distributed to 1,198 potential participants; 62 completed and 
usable questionnaires were returned, giving a response rate of 5.17 per cent. A further 16 
questionnaires were returned uncompleted because the respondents stated they had little 
experience with recent graduates. The low response rate may be because there is no way to 
tell the size of the company or the number of employees from the publicly available 
information. In addition, as many of the invited participants may have had little or no recent 
experience working with recent graduates, they would have been unable to participate. 
4.2 Questionnaire survey with real estate graduates 
The real estate graduates’ questionnaire had the same 72 employability skills as the employer 
questionnaire. The reason for this arrangement is to facilitate the comparison of their views. 
For each of the 72 employability skills, the graduates were asked to agree/disagree with the 
statement: During my real estate studies, I acquired (knowledge of/the following skills/the 
following attributes), by indicating their agreement using a five-point Likert scale. An 
additional comments box was available to respondents. This questionnaire was also 
administrated by SurveyMonkey. 
The questionnaire was sent to real estate graduates who had graduated in the last five years. 
All graduate respondents are currently members of RICS (either fully qualified or probation 
members). Their e-mail addresses were provided by the UK RICS Education and 
Qualification Standards Division, and 3,526 questionnaires were sent out and 639 completed 
questionnaires were returned, giving a response rate of 18 per cent. 
4.3 Interviews with human resource managers of real estate surveying firms 
Eight human resource managers who work in major real estate surveying firms were 
interviewed. Careful consideration was given to the selection of the interviewees to ensure 
there was a balance between different types of firms with extensive knowledge of real estate 
graduate recruitment. All human resource managers interviewed had been involved in the real 
estate graduate recruitment process and the design of graduate recruitment assessment centre. 
They were coded as HR Manager 1 to HR Manager 8. Three of them were working in 
international firms, and another three in surveying firms focusing on the UK and European 
markets. The seventh interviewee was working in a national estate agency company, and the 
eighth worked in a banking corporation specialising in real estate. 
The human resource managers interviewed were shown the findings of the questionnaire 
surveys of the real estate employers and graduates (see Tables I-III). The interviewee then 
held a discussion with the human resource managers and gathered their views, agreement, 
disagreement or additional comments to those findings. The interview was intended to be less 
structured to give wider scope for the human resource managers to express their views on the 
employability skills of real estate graduates. It also aimed to complement the findings of the 
structured questionnaire surveys with those from the real estate employers and graduates. In 
addition, some background information, such as the total number of real estate graduates 
employed in the company, the number of real estate graduates employed in the company each 
year, and the interviewees’ years of experience as a human resource manager, were also 
sought at the beginning of the interview to provide a context for the discussion. The 
interviews were recorded, transcribed and coded, and similar themes identified. 
4.4 Interview with course directors of the RICS-accredited real estate courses 
Seven course directors for RICS-accredited real estate courses were interviewed and coded as 
Academic 1 to Academic 7. They were from universities with established reputations for 
delivering highly regarded, RICS-accredited real estate courses at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate levels. The universities were located in different geographical locations in the 
UK, some of them with a high proportion of international students enrolled in their courses, 
and they represented both pre-92 and post-92 universities. 
As for the interviews with human resource managers, the real estate course directors were 
also shown the findings of the questionnaire surveys with the employers and graduates and 
asked for opinions and observations on the findings. Some background information was also 
sought in order to give a context for the discussion. The background information included 
how long the real estate courses had been running, how many students were enrolled in their 
courses, and how long the interviewees had been course directors. The interviews were also 
recorded, transcribed and coded. 
4.5 Analysis of data 
Descriptive statistics were derived from the analysis of the questionnaires. The mean value 
for questionnaire items was calculated by multiplying the number of respondents by each of 
the Likert scale points then dividing by the total number of respondents to the same question. 
The mean value of each item in both the employer and graduate questionnaires is presented 
and discussed. The difference in the mean values between “what employers think graduates 
should require” and “what employers think graduates actually demonstrate” is reported, in 
order to identify whether the graduates have demonstrated sufficient employability skills 
from the employers’ perspective. In addition, the difference in the mean values between 
“what employers think graduates should require” and “what graduates think they acquire in 
their study” is also stated (see Section 5.1). 
Content analysis was used on the interview data. All interviews with the human resource 
managers and real estate course directors were recorded, transcribed and coded. Similar 
themes identified across the interviews of different respondents were identified and 
discussed. Furthermore, direct quotes from the interviewees are included to support the 
discussion (see Sections 5.2 and 5.3). 
The same sets of questions were used in the employer’s and graduate’s questionnaire. The 
questionnaire findings were shown to the real estate course directors and human resources 
managers in the interview. Therefore, inter-rater reliability has been achieved for this study. 
The respondents of this survey are the RICS real estate graduates, course directors, employers 
and human resource managers of major surveying firms in the UK. It is anticipated external 
validity is achieved as the UK is one of the major producers of members of RICS real estate 
surveyors in the world. Furthermore, it is anticipated this research has construct validity as 
the research has developed the measuring devices, that is, the elements of knowledge, skills 
and attributes of this research, based on the literature review (Carmines and Zeller, 1991). 
Research findings 
5.1 Real estate employers’ and graduates’ views on the development of the required 
graduates employability skills 
As stated in Section 4.5, descriptive statistics were generated from the analysis of the 
questionnaire. The mean value of each question in the employer and graduates’ 
questionnaires are calculated. The difference between different questions in the two 
questionnaires, which are “what employers think graduates should require”, “what employers 
think graduates actually demonstrate” and “what graduates think they acquire in their study” 
are stated. It aims to identify whether there is a gap between what employability skills 
employers require and what are actually embedded in the curriculum. Please see Tables I-
III for further comparisons between employers’ and graduates’ views on knowledge, skills 
and attributes. 
The employers do not think the graduates demonstrate a high level of knowledge, skills and 
attributes, as reflected in the mean values of all identified employability skills which are 
below 4.00 (see column 2 of Tables I-III). The employers also think the graduates 
demonstrate a lower level of knowledge, skills and attributes than required, as the difference 
in the mean values of “Employers think graduates should require” and “what graduates 
actually demonstrate” is positive in nearly all 72 identified employability skills, with the 
exception of international real estate (see column 4 of Tables I-III). 
The graduates also do not think their courses have equipped them with a sufficiently high 
level of employability skills, as reflected in the fact that there are only six employability skills 
(four knowledge areas and two attributes) with mean values above 4. The six employability 
skills are: valuation, property law, landlord and tenant law, property development, self-
motivation and self-discipline and ability to work independently. The graduates also think 
they acquire lower levels of employability skills than the employers think they should 
demonstrate, which is reflected by the positive value on nearly all the differences in their 
mean values (see column 5 ofTables I-III). 
5.1.1 Knowledge 
The two knowledge areas in which the employers indicated the graduates had the greatest 
deficiency were “professional practice and ethics” and “client area”; the differences in the 
mean values are 1.13 and 1.19, respectively. This finding is concerning as they are two of the 
most fundamental and transferable knowledge areas for any profession. In addition, the 
professional conduct of RICS members is bound by their Royal Charter status. The real estate 
graduates also indicated that the courses did not provide sufficient knowledge on “client 
area”, as the mean value on this area was only 2.89, giving a difference with the mean value 
of employers’ expectation of 1.42. 
Valuation was rated as the most important knowledge area by the UK employers, which 
echoes the findings of previous research in the USA (Galuppo and Worzala, 2004). The UK 
real estate students indicated they had acquired more than sufficient “valuation” knowledge 
in their studies, which contrasts with the situation in the USA, as valuation is not covered in 
the existing postgraduate real estate courses (Galuppo and Worzala, 2004). The real estate 
graduates also commented that they had acquired a high level of knowledge in the other 
“traditional” real estate knowledge areas, such as property law, property finance and property 
development, which were identified in the previous literature as important areas in real estate 
(Callanan and McCarthy, 2003; Epley, 2004;Galuppo and Worzala, 2004). The employers, 
however, did not think the graduates demonstrated as high a level as they claimed to have 
acquired in their studies. 
The findings from this survey also identified international real estate as the least important 
knowledge area, similar to Gibler et al.’s (2002) research, while, at the same time, contrasting 
with the findings of another previous study which stated “having an international focus” is 
important (Weinstein and Worzala, 2008). The possible explanation for this is that Weinstein 
and Worzala's (2008) study was focused on new postgraduate real estate programmes which 
may have had a specific focus. The employers felt that the graduates demonstrated a higher 
level of knowledge on international real estate than they would require, as reflected in a 
difference in their mean values of −0.05. 
5.1.2 Skills 
The two skills which the employers indicated as having the highest level of deficiency were 
effective written communication and report writing skills, with a difference in mean values 
for what they think graduates should require, and what they actually demonstrate, of 1.80 and 
1.86, respectively. On the other hand, the employers commented that the graduates 
demonstrated competency levels closer to their expectations for some technical skills, such as 
a second language, statistics and industry-based software, with the differences in mean values 
between what employers required and what graduates actually demonstrated, of only 0.12, 
0.42 and 0.44, respectively. 
The UK real estate employers placed high emphasis on transferable soft skills, such as oral 
and written communication skills, presentation skills and numeracy. On the other hand, they 
rated technical and specialist skills, such as statistics and a second language, as the least 
important, the same as in the previous literature such as Epley (2004), Galuppo and Worzala 
(2004) andGibler et al. (2002). 
5.1.3 Attributes 
The real estate employers stated that the most important attributes for real estate graduates are 
professional attitude and ability, and willingness to update professional knowledge, both with 
mean values of 4.67. However, the employers did not think the graduates demonstrated these 
two attributes sufficiently, as their mean values were only 3.44 and 3.59, respectively. The 
graduates, likewise, did not think they had acquired these attributes from their courses, as 
their mean values were only 3.68 and 3.78, respectively. Thus, these findings support the 
comments from the previous literature about the need to re-validate and revise real estate 
courses to ensure they address the stakeholders’ concerns (Boyd, 2005; Callanan and 
McCarthy, 2003; Weinstein and Worzala, 2008). 
The real estate employers commented that real estate graduates demonstrated the highest 
level of insufficiency on the attribute of “professional experience”, with a difference in mean 
values of 1.62. This finding reinforced the comment from previous literature that graduates 
are not able to put theory into practice (Callanan and McCarthy, 2003). 
5.2 Real estate human resource managers’ views on development of the required 
graduates’ employability skills 
The human resource managers largely agree on the identified employability skills. They 
commented that most of the graduates they have met in the recruitment assessment centres, 
have demonstrated they have acquired these skills. Contrary to the employers’ view, the 
human resource managers are quite impressed by the knowledge level of the graduates they 
have met. They also mentioned that “technical” knowledge is not their primary concern as 
they have in-house capacity to further develop graduates’ capacity in this area. On the other 
hand, human resource managers commented that the courses should equip graduates with 
more soft skills and attributes as, based on their professional experience, the graduates are 
usually more able to develop technical knowledge if they have good skills and attributes. 
The human resource managers expressed their concern on the areas such as client care, 
interpersonal skills, writing skills, communication skills and presentation skills. These 
comments echoed those in previous research in the real estate area such asWeinstein and 
Worzala (2008), and the reports prepared by professional organisations such as CIHE (Archer 
and Davison, 2008;Connor and Brown, 2009) which identified soft skills as transferable skills 
which are important for any type of employment. 
Human resource managers specifically emphasised the importance of client care, as the 
“property sector is a people business”, therefore, client satisfaction is fundamental. HR 
Manager 2 summarised their concerns and stated: 
Client care should be something well underpinned in curriculum and we expect graduates 
to be able to demonstrate it from the first day of their employment. Client care is not 
something that we prepare to develop in graduates while they are employed. 
In addition, human resource managers also explicitly stated the importance of technical report 
writing skills. As the nature of the role of real estate graduates involved a lot of technical 
writing, such as writing up valuation reports and lease agreements, the ability to “put things 
down in a report factually or succinctly” is vital. Human resource managers also pointed out 
that writing for professional purposes is different from academic writing, and urged the 
universities to enhance students’ professional writing skills. 
The human resource managers also explicitly stated the need to enhance the coverage of 
“professional practice and ethics” in the curriculum, for several reasons. Professional ethics is 
one of the key core competencies for all RICS members, regardless of whether they are a full 
member or a probation member, therefore, it is a prerequisite for anyone working in the 
profession. The general public has confidence in professionals not only because of their 
technical expertise, but also because of their high ethical standards (Poon, 2006). In addition, 
professional ethics could easily be embedded as part of the curriculum; materials are 
available in the public domain such as the RICS Rules of Conduct (Royal Institution of 
Chartered Surveyors, 2012a) and ethical case studies (Royal Institution of Chartered 
Surveyors, 2012b). 
It was evident that the business nature of the companies in which the human resource 
managers work influence their view on the employability skills required of graduates. HR 
Manager 7, who was the only interviewee working in an estate agency, commented that the 
most important employability attribute for her company is “motivation”, and commented that 
“the motivated graduates are usually more determined and willing to take on any challenges”. 
This comment was not mentioned by other human resource managers, with the result that 
motivation was ranked as the fifth most important attribute by the employers. 
Contrary to employers’ and graduates’ comments, the human resource managers placed great 
emphasis on a “second language”. The “second language” which human resource managers 
referred to is not restricted to European languages, but includes other non-European 
languages such as Chinese. China is a major growing real estate market and the ability to 
speak the language enhances graduates’ employability. The ability to speak a Chinese 
language was also reflected in the author’s recent experience, as follows. A human resource 
manager from an international real estate firm approached the author to ask her to advertise 
an investment executive post to current students. One of the essential criteria for the post was 
the ability to speak fluent Cantonese or Mandarin, as the post holder would be involved in 
managing investment services in the Asian property market. 
A further comment from the human resource managers was that the university should prepare 
graduates better in relation to “commercial awareness”. They commented that commercial 
awareness is one of the top three recruitment selection criteria but they do not feel graduates 
are sufficiently prepared on this aspect when they attend first-stage interviews. The human 
resource managers’ definition of commercial awareness is the ability to be aware of the 
bigger picture and to be cost-conscious. Emphasising the importance of commercial 
awareness for graduate employment and raising concerns on graduates’ lack of it, is not 
restricted to the real estate sector, however. Reports from CIHE (Archer and Davison, 
2008; Connor and Brown, 2009; Connor et al., 2010; Forbes and Kubler, 2002), CBI (CBI 
and Universities UK, 2009; CBI, 2010) and HEA (Higher Education Academy (HEA) and 
Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE), 2006) have raised the same concern. 
They identified that commercial awareness is one of the most important employability skills, 
but, at the same time, the employers expressed the highest level of dissatisfaction (HEA and 
CIHE, 2006). National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts (NESTA) et 
al. (2008b) have even proposed the necessity of incorporating commercial awareness in the 
university curriculum to ensure graduates are able to distinguish, seize and exploit 
opportunities. 
5.3 Course directors of RICS-accredited real estate courses views’ on development and 
requirement of graduates’ employability skills 
Real estate course directors agreed that the identified employability skills are important for 
graduates’ employment. They were also not surprised that some of the areas, such as client 
care, were rated highly by employers but, at the same time, given low priority by graduates. 
Their response to this deficiency is that the areas like client care, cannot be developed by 
university study alone. The development of this type of knowledge requires practical 
experience and can only be further developed while the graduates are in a work environment. 
Course directors have opposing opinions on the development of client care, compared to the 
human resource managers who believe graduates should be equipped with high levels of 
client care from the first day of their employment (see Section 4.2). 
The real estate course directors shared the view that there is a requirement for further 
development of real estate graduates’ attributes, as they agree it is an important area for 
employment. However, they are uncertain whether the attributes can be “taught” as part of 
the curriculum, as they consider they are natural qualities the graduates either do or do not 
have. However, the academics insisted that they embed activities such as inter-disciplinary 
projects, group work and poster presentations, in their courses to enhance the development of 
the students’ attributes. 
The real estate course directors also agree that soft skills, such as communication, report 
writing and presentation skills, are important and graduates should master them before they 
seek employment. However, they are not sure whether they can allocate more time in their 
existing curriculum to teaching soft skills when they have to cover all the technical 
knowledge which is compulsorily included in all RICS-accredited courses. Further, the length 
of a Bachelor Degree programme in the UK is commonly only three years compared to four – 
to five years in Australia and the USA, which makes it even more difficult to cover all the 
required soft skills and professional knowledge in the curriculum. This comment is 
summarised by Course Director 2, who stated: 
There is a conflicting demand between the employers and the RICS. The employers have a 
very high expectation on graduates’ soft skills. On the contrary, the RICS Assessment of 
Professional Competence (APC) candidates are assessed mainly on their professional 
competencies. If the universities want to teach students more soft skills, they need create 
space in their curriculum, which could mean reducing the coverage on professional 
knowledge in it. 
The real estate course directors also commented that practical experience is crucial for 
graduates’ employment and, therefore, they embed as much practical experience as they can 
into the curriculum, such as having simulated experiences, field trips, case studies and guest 
lecturers. They also encourage students to obtain work experience by embedding work-
integrated learning and work placement as part of their course. However, real estate course 
directors also pointed out that only employer can offer “real-life” working experience to 
graduates, and their co-operation in this aspect is vital. 
As for human resource managers, real estate course directors also expressed great concern on 
graduates’ lack of commercial awareness. They commented that professional surveyors are 
working in a business world, therefore, their ability to identify commercial opportunities and 
obtain repeat business is vital. 
The institutional backgrounds of the real estate course directors influenced their views on 
employability. For example, Academic 1 placed more importance on international real estate 
as the course he is managing has a high proportion of international students. On the other 
hand, Academic 3 thought a second language was very important as the targeted employers 
of his course are the international surveying firms. 
  
 
Discussion of findings 
The four stakeholders identified, namely, the employers, real estate graduates, human 
resource managers and RICS-accredited real estate course directors, have different views on 
the extent to which real estate courses equip graduates with the necessary employability 
skills. The employers and the graduates tend to think that the real estate courses are not 
sufficiently equipping graduates with employability skills, as reflected in the low mean 
values (see Section 4.1). This issue can be addressed, however, if the employers and 
universities interact better (see Pine et al., 1995). For example, the employers could serve on 
Advisory Boards and as external examiners for university real estate courses, in order to have 
input into course development and curriculum enhancement. 
The human resource managers tended to be more concerned about graduates’ development of 
soft skills and attributes than their technical knowledge. This comment is similar to the 
conclusion reached by Nilsson (2010) in his research on engineering students. He concluded 
that, “hard, formal and technical vocational skills are considered to be of declining 
importance. Generally, these skills are considered less important in relation to one’s 
individual employability compared to different forms of soft skills and personal attributes” 
(Nilsson, 2010, p. 540). Therefore, it is becoming more important to develop a high level of 
soft skills. However, in order to become chartered surveyors, real estate graduates have to 
demonstrate a sufficient level of technical knowledge in order to pass their APC interview. 
After graduates have passed their APC and become chartered surveyors, they are still 
required to undertake continuous professional development to keep up-to-date with their 
technical knowledge and with changes in the relevant legislation. In other words, technical 
knowledge is as important as soft skills and personal attributes for real estate graduates 
wishing to gain employment in the field. 
Real estate course directors commented that practical experience is very important for the 
development of employability skills. They also mentioned that the employers’ co-operation is 
needed in order to achieve it. Further, it demonstrates the need for industry engagement to 
secure practitioners’ input into the curriculum. On the other hand, real estate academics could 
also consider using various teaching and learning methods to enhance students’ “practical 
experience” in the classroom. Apart from the widely used methods which were mentioned in 
Section 4.3, such as field trips and guest lecturers, the academics in the real estate area are 
encouraged to use simulation as a delivery method. Avramenko (2012) commented that with 
the use of business simulation in business-related disciplines, students can learn from their 
own mistakes and begin to appreciate the gap between theory and application. In other words, 
the use of simulation could also address another concern expressed by the employers, which 
is how graduates can learn “to put theory into practice” (see Section 4.1). 
Human resource managers and course directors of RICS real estate courses commented that 
commercial awareness is an important employability skill, but that graduates are not well 
developed in this area. Therefore, it is necessary to gain further understanding of suitable 
ways to embed commercial awareness into the curriculum. Human resource managers of real 
estate firms defined commercial awareness as the “ability to be aware of the bigger picture” 
and of “being cost-conscious” (see Section 4.2). The course directors’ definition is having the 
“ability of identifying commercial opportunities and obtaining repeat business” (see Section 
4.3). They differ from the HEA and CIHE's (2006) definition of commercial awareness which 
is, “the person shows attributes on understanding the economics of the business. Understands 
the business benefits and commercial realities from both the organisation’s and the 
customer’s perspectives (customer, supplier, employer, employee and stakeholder, etc.)” (p. 
15). Apart from embedding commercial awareness into the curriculum, careful thought 
should also be given to the approach used for its delivery. 
Conclusion 
This research has identified 72 employability skills required by real estate graduates. They 
are categorized into 31 knowledge areas, 20 skills and 21 attributes. This paper also 
investigated four stakeholders’ views, that is, the employers’, human resource managers’, 
course directors’ and graduates’ views, on whether the UK RICS-accredited real estate 
courses equip graduates’ sufficiently well with the appropriate employability skills. 
The employers expressed quite clearly that the graduates did not meet their expectations in 
regard to their levels of employability skills. The graduates, too, stated that they did not feel 
they had acquired all the necessary employability skills in the course of their study. On the 
other hand, the human resource managers of real estate companies stated that they were 
impressed with the technical knowledge of the real estate graduates but were concerned about 
their levels of soft skills, such as writing and presentation skills. In addition, both the human 
resource managers and the course directors commented that the real estate graduates lacked 
commercial awareness. Another important aspect of graduates’ training is how to obtain 
practical experience. Course directors stated that they attempted to embed simulated work 
experience into their programmes, however, the real estate graduates can only obtain real-life 
practical experience if employers offer them job opportunities. 
This study underlines the need to examine the real estate course curriculums and investigate 
how they can be enhanced to develop the graduate employability skills sought by employers. 
In addition, there is also a need to consider the use of various delivery methods in real estate 
courses to develop those graduates’ skills and attributes on which the employers and human 
resource managers place great emphasis. Finally, closer interaction and co-operation between 
employers and real estate course directors is also required to incorporate their input into an 
enhanced curriculum. 
From the research findings, recommendations can be made on what the various stakeholders 
should do in order to enhance employability skills of real estate graduates. Real estate course 
directors should consider re-designing and reinforcing employability skills in their curricula. 
Practical elements of the curriculum could be enhanced by, for example, using simulation as 
one of the delivery methods in order to provide imitated practical experience to students in 
the classroom. Furthermore, real estate course directors should maintain close relationships 
with employers in order to secure real work experience, such as placement, internship and 
work-shadowing to the students. It is suggested that real estate employers should actively 
engage with the course providers. As stated in Section 5.3, employers are the only 
stakeholder who can provide real work experience to the students. There are two types of 
contributions that employers can make. The first is to offer job opportunities to real estate 
graduates and students. The second is to be actively involved in real estate courses, for 
example, by serving on Course Advisory Boards or being external examiners of real estate 
courses. This enables employers to have direct input into the course aims and objectives in 
order to shape the development of the competencies required of graduates to secure 
employment and excel in the workplace. Human resource managers are advised to have 
closer links to the university and better communicate expectations of required employability 
skills to real estate graduates. For example, human resource managers could deliver career 
talks to real estate students and graduates, explaining organisational expectations of graduate 
surveyors and giving advice on the best ways of constructing applications for graduate 
positions. Students need to take a more active role in enhancing their employment prospects 
and employment skills. Real estate graduates and students are advised to join the RICS as 
student or probationer members and be active in RICS activities in order to gain wider 
exposure and establish a network in the professional community. Furthermore, real estate 
students are also advised to actively seek practical experience in order to equip themselves 
for graduate employment. Doing a sandwich course which includes a one-year placement is a 
good example. Other options include doing internships and having work shadowing 
experience during the summer and Easter holidays. As discussed, practical experience is a 
good way to develop students’ employability skills and prepare them for future employment. 
It is also common for surveying companies to employ students for graduate positions if they 
demonstrate significant potential while undertaking work placements during their actual 
studies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table I Knowledge: comparison of what employers think graduates should require, what 
employers think graduates actually demonstrate, and what graduates think they acquire in 
their real estate course 
 
 
 
Table II Skills: comparison of what employers think graduates should require, what 
employers think graduates actually demonstrate, and what graduates think they acquire in 
their real estate course 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table III Attributes: comparison of what employers think graduates should require, what 
employers think graduates actually demonstrate, and what graduates think they acquire in 
their real estate course 
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